S
ince the late 1800s, premillennial theology has been enormously influential in providing motivation for thousands of participants in the missionary movement from the West. In this article I wish to raise several probing, even disquieting, questions about the inner logic and the historical pattern of influence of premillennial theology. I also briefly discuss an alternative theological approach that holds promise for undergirding mission outreach without falling into the many snares and traps that beset the path of dispensational premillennialism.
Though dispensational premillennialism at its extreme edge has displayed unwavering support for Christian Zionism, premillennial theology itself is not monolithic. We are greatly helped in understanding this position and its relation to missionary practice by an article by Michael Pocock entitled "The Influence of Premillennial Eschatology on Evangelical Missionary Theory and Praxis from the Late Nineteenth Century to the Present," printed in this issue. I appreciate Pocock's clarity in identifying the essential features of premillennial eschatology, which he lists as insistence on literal interpretation of the Bible, understanding it "in its plain sense" (pp. 130, 131), belief in "a literal 1,000-year reign of Christ on earth" (p. 129), "the distinction between Israel and the church" (p. 130), and a role for Israel/the Jewish people that includes a return to the land (p. 130). 1 Pocock shows how premillennial eschatology became the dominant eschatology in the United States in the nineteenth century and played an extremely important role in motivating Christians for mission. The premillennial movement "has prepared the majority of Western and many non-Western missionaries since the late nineteenth century" (p. 134, also p. 132). In the nineteenth century this motivation included a strong commitment to holistic mission.
In addition to motivating Christians for mission, this eschatology with its associated hermeneutic played an important role in encouraging Christians to have confidence in the complete authority and inspiration of Scripture. At a time when liberalism was gaining strength in the mainline churches, it encouraged Christians to take Scripture at its face value and, among other things, to look for literal fulfillment of prophecy.
Pocock reminds us that in the nineteenth century there was a wide variety of different kinds of premillennial eschatology, and there were (and still are) significant differences between historical premillennialists and dispensationalist millennialists. Not all premillennialists were dispensationalists, and there was no rigid understanding of dispensations until the Scofield Reference Bible of 1909 popularized an understanding of seven dispensations that became widely accepted by evangelicals all over the world with "an almost canonical status" (p. 131). In recent years we have seen the development of progressive dispensationalism. It is therefore misleading to lump all premillennialists together Having acknowledged the importance of Pocock's discussion, I move on to express major concerns about premillennial eschatology itself by asking a series of questions. The issues raised have very direct consequences for missional practice, especially in the Middle East. In developing this critique, I am acutely aware of the need to avoid suggesting guilt by association. It is all too easy to do this, for example, by suggesting that all premillennialists of the past and present have held basically the same views, or by suggesting that all premillennialists today are in some way associated and identified with the more extreme expressions that are so popular today. In what follows, therefore, I try to recognize the considerable differences among premillennialists, but at the same time I wish to point out the common ground that they all share and some of the consequences that seem to flow from their basic assumptions.
What Is the Starting Point of Premillennial Eschatology?
Having had to wrestle with these issues over many years in the Middle Eastern context, I would suggest that the starting point for premillennial eschatology can be summed up as follows: Although Jesus as the Messiah is the fulfillment of all the promises and prophecies of the Old Testament, the promises and prophecies about the land and about biblical Israel remain the same even after his coming and need to be interpreted literally. Because of the promise to Abraham, therefore, the Jewish people have a special, divine right to the land for all times. And even if the prophecies about a return to the land were fulfilled in a limited way in the return from the exile in Babylon in 538 b.c., they have been fulfilled once again in recent history in the return of Jews to the land since the 1880s. Some would go further and say that they have also been fulfilled in the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948 and the capture of the West Bank and East Jerusalem in 1967. These events are signs pointing to the second coming of Christ and to his millennial rule.
What Are the Unintended Negative Consequences of Premillennial Eschatology?
Adoption of a premillennial eschatology gives rise to a number of unintended negative consequences.
Christians tend to feel instinctive sympathy for the Jewish people and instinctive support for Zionism and much less sympathy for the Palestinian Arabs. When ordinary Christians believe that Scripture clearly teaches that the Jews will return to their land before the second coming of Christ, and when they see this happening before their eyes, it is natural that they believe they are seeing the fulfillment of biblical promises and prophecies and feel that God must be on the side of the Jews. It is almost inevitable, therefore, that they cannot feel the same sympathy for the Palestinian Arabs.
The return of Jews to the land has turned out to involve much more violence than was ever anticipated. Most Christians in the nineteenth century who had millennial expectations probably imagined that a return of Jews to the land would be as peaceful as the return of the Judean exiles after the Babylonian exile. When immigration into the land began to increase in the 1880s, the Jews in Palestine were only 5 percent of the population, the remaining 95 percent being Palestinian Arabs. The new Israeli historians, such as Benny Morris and Ilan Pappe, have documented the program of deliberate, planned, and systematic ethnic cleansing that took place before and after the creation of the State of Israel in 1948, in which around 750,000 Palestinians (i.e., 85 percent of those living in areas that became the State of Israel) were forced to leave their homes and become refugees in order to ensure that as few Arabs as possible were left in the new Jewish state. 2 If we look at all that has happened since 1880, it can hardly be denied that this recent return of Jews to the land has involved a great deal of violence and has had far more in common with Joshua's conquest of the land than the peaceful return from exile under Ezra and Nehemiah. 3 Christians who have been most enthusiastic about the Zionist project have seldom raised questions about justice. If the vision of a restored nation in the land is what is predicted in Scripture, many Christians hardly believe it is necessary to study the history and politics of the conflict to understand the processes by which the vision has been accomplished. Moral and ethical questions are seldom raised, since all the attention is focused on the bigger divine plan that is being fulfilled. as "the crown jewel of prophetic speculation, the key piece in the apocalyptic puzzle." 4 Christian Zionists have tended to support the State of Israel and its policies without question and have often put strong pressure on the U.S. government to support Israel's occupation of the West Bank since 1967, to recognize exclusive Israeli sovereignty over Jerusalem, and to resist the peace process. The identification of the State of Israel with biblical Israel is sometimes unconscious but most often very deliberate, and Genesis 12:3 ("I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse") has become one of the most foundational texts for Christian Zionists today. Some Christian Zionist teachers claim that between 30 and 70 million Christians in the United States are sympathetic to this way of thinking, and that they reach an audience of 100 million every week through radio and television.
Unquestioning support for Israel in recent years has created a major stumbling block for the Gospel. Many Christians engaged in mission among Muslims testify to the fact that Muslims are often unwilling even to open their minds to consider the claims of Christ because they cannot understand why so many Western Christians offer such blind support for Israel. 6 Their protest can be summed up like this: "What kind of a God do you believe in, if questions about justice, human rights, and international law are completely irrelevant in God's master-plan for history? How can you expect us even to listen to your Gospel when so much injustice is being done in the name of your God and your Christ and in so-called fulfillment of his will for the world?"
The two-covenant theology adopted by many Christian Zionists does away with the need for Jews to accept Jesus as Messiah. In this way of thinking there is no place for mission to the Jewish people, since salvation is available to them through the covenants made with Abraham and Moses.
Unquestioning support for Israel and all its policies and actions, when combined with a very negative view of other faiths, leads many Christians toward a demonization of Muslims and Islam. Many Christians perceive the Muslim world as set on destroying "the people of
God" and as engaged in a war against the West. This demonization makes it virtually impossible to thoughtfully practice the loving, blessing, and praying for Muslims that Jesus commands (e.g., Luke 6:27-28).
What Happened to Postmillennialism?
The development of premillennialism needs to be traced alongside that of postmillennialism. This fuller historical perspective should remind us that most American Puritans in the seventeenth century were premillennialists. Postmillennialism then came to dominate American eschatology, partly if not largely through the influence of Jonathan Edwards in the 1730s and 1740s. As a result of this development, most American Christians in the eighteenth century and well on into the nineteenth century were postmillennialists. Not until the 1870s did premillennial dispensationalism begin to spread in the United States, initially through the influence of John Nelson Darby. By the turn of the century, premillennialism had become the dominant eschatology among evangelicals. The Civil War and the horrors of the First World War made it virtually impossible for thinking Christians to hold onto the optimistic worldview of postmillennialism. It simply could not be reconciled with contemporary history.
How Progressive Is "Progressive Dispensationalism"?
In his article cited above, Pocock states that progressive dispensationalists "have emphasized the nature of premillennial dispensationalism as dynamic, rather than static." Furthermore, referring to the accepted distinction between Israel and the church, he says that progressive dispensationalists "see considerably more continuity between the two." But if progressive dispensationalism insists on "a future role for ethnic Israel in a literal millennium along with believers from all nations" (p. 131), this suggests that these recent developments amount only to minor modifications that do not in any way challenge the main assumptions and outlines of the system as a whole.
Why Have Some Premillennialists Become Less Holistic in Their Mission and So Pessimistic About Changing the World?
In some cases premillennialists have looked pessimistically at the possibility of present-day social transformation and thus have tended to downplay any emphasis on holistic ministry. In Pocock's words, "The imminent expectation of Christ's return, coupled with the conviction that truly global shalom will be realized only in the future millennial kingdom, seems to imply that social work today is useless without individual transformation. Why should we engage in societal transformation when mission is essentially an emergency rescue operation?" (p. 134). Excessive emphasis among dispensationalists on events leading up to and following a literal Battle of Armageddon encourages Christians to believe that there is never going to be a human solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and that it is therefore pointless-and perhaps even against the will of God-to work for a peaceful and just resolution. A peaceful solution, they would say, might actually delay the second coming!
How Strong Is the Biblical and Theological Critique of Premillennial Eschatology and Dispensationalism?
A great number of weighty biblical and theological considerations argue against customary premillennial and dispensational ways of handling Scripture.
Insistence on literal or literalistic interpretation that is limited to a "grammatical, historical, and literary hermeneutic" is hardly consistent with the way the New Testament writers interpret the Old
Testament. It is understandable that, when many Christians felt that their confidence in Scripture was being undermined by developments in science and biblical criticism, they were attracted to a doctrinal system that seemed to give them total confidence in the reliability of Scripture. (It has been argued that this emphasis on literal interpretation was itself a somewhat rationalistic response to rationalism and liberalism. 7 ) But if this kind of literalism made sense in the context of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Europe and America, it makes much less sense in the Semitic worldview of the Scriptures, and it is hard to demonstrate that Jesus and the New Testament writers interpreted the Old Testament in such a consistently literal or literalistic way.
In Mark's summary of the message of Jesus in Mark 1:15, Jesus claims that the time that the prophets looked forward to has come and that the kingly rule of God is about to begin. New Testament scholarship in the last hundred years has shown that the idea of the coming of the kingly rule of God is one of the overarching themes-if not the overarching theme-in the teaching of Jesus. The Gospel writers are constantly pointing out ways in which major themes in the Old Testament-including the covenant promises, major events in Israel's history (e.g., the exodus and the return from exile), the visions of the prophets (e.g., about the Son of Man, the Suffering Servant, and the Davidic king), and institutions like the tabernacle, the temple, the priesthood, and the sacrificial system-have all been pointing to, and find their deepest fulfillment in, the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. The coming of the kingdom of God in and through Jesus is therefore seen as the real and substantial fulfillment of all the covenant promises and the visions of the prophets about the coming of the kingly rule of Yahweh. It is difficult to see how these ways of seeing the Old Testament Scriptures as being fulfilled in the coming of the kingdom of God through Jesus can all be described as "literal interpretation."
One single example has special relevance in the light of the fact that dispensationalists frequently say that the prophecies of a return from exile cannot have had their complete fulfillment in the return in 538 b.c. and have therefore been fulfilled in the recent return of Jewish exiles to the land. The way Jesus quoted from passages in Isaiah that in their original context were speaking about the return from exile (e.g., Isa. 61:1-2, which Jesus quotes from in his Nazareth Manifesto in Luke 4:17-19, and Isa. 35:5-6, which is quoted in response to the question from John the Baptist's disciples in Luke 7:22) suggests that Jesus was claiming that though him the people were about to experience a new return from exile. 8 If Jesus was claiming that through his life and ministry he was leading his people back from the state of exile in which they were living, can Christians today be required to believe that this great theme can and must be fulfilled once again in a very literal way in a physical return of Jews to the land in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries?
The thousand-year reign of Christ described in Revelation 20:1-8 cannot be used as the main hermeneutical key for constructing an eschatology based on a literal reign of Christ on earth. First, Revelation 20:1-8 is the only passage in Scripture that speaks about "a thousand years" or millennium. Second, this passage must be interpreted in the context of the Book of Revelation, which is full of symbols that need to be interpreted. It is not meant to be seen as a video of future history. Third, there is nothing in the passage that relates "the millennium" to the second coming of Jesus. Fourth, nothing in the passage suggests that "the millennium" is on earth. The main focus in this passage is on the martyrs, not on the whole church.
The distinction between Israel and the church is a thoroughly unnatural way of reading the New Testament.
Drawing a rigid distinction between the two has the effect of making the church little more than a parenthesis within God's dealings with the Jewish people. I suggest that seeing the church as Israel-Israel renewed and restored in Jesus the Messiah-in the way that N. T. Wright, Christopher Wright, and other biblical scholars increasingly do today, is a far more convincing way of reading the New Testament. Seeing the church as Israel renewed and restored is also a decisive repudiation of anything resembling replacement theology or supersessionism (the view that the church has replaced or superseded biblical Israel). This way of understanding the relationship between Israel and the church can be illustrated by several New Testament texts.
• When Jesus speaks of himself as the vine in John 15:1-11, he is using a symbol from Psalm 80:8-18 that refers to Israel.
• At the Last Supper when Jesus speaks of his disciples as
sitting on thrones "judging the twelve tribes of Israel," he sees them as the patriarchs of Israel (Luke 22:29-30).
• Ephesians 2 insists that Jesus the Messiah has broken
down "the dividing wall, that is, the hostility," between Jew and Gentile, creating "one new humanity in place of the two" (vv. 14-15). I fear that dispensationalism has the effect of erecting once again the dividing wall between Jews and Gentiles.
• In Romans 9-11 Paul says that Gentiles who believe in Jesus are grafted into Israel, and he looks forward to the time when a larger number of Jews will come to faith in the Messiah. When he says that "all Israel will be saved" are sealed, and the multitude from every nation that cannot be numbered) can be seen as complementary visions describing the same reality in different ways, namely, the whole body of Christ throughout time, including both Jews and Gentiles.
Return to the land in the Old Testament is conditional on repentance.
In passages such as Deuteronomy 4:25-27, God says in effect to the children of Israel through Moses, "If you are obedient, you can live in the land. But if you are disobedient, I will throw you out of the land." Leviticus 18:28 says that the land "will vomit you out for defiling it, as it vomited out the nation that was before you." The land does not belong to the children of Israel, but to God: "the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants" (Lev. 25:23). Therefore, while the land has been given to them as a gift, they can continue to live in the land only if they are faithful to the covenant. Disobedience will lead to exile. Deuteronomy 30 makes it clear, however, that if the people repent in their exile, God will bring them back to the land: "If you . . . return to the Lord your God, . . . even if you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there the Lord your God will gather you, and from there he will bring you back" (vv. 1-4). In later days, when the people were in exile, the prayers of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Daniel demonstrate that there was genuine repentance on the part of at least some of the community. So when God brings the people back to the land after the Babylonian exile, he does so in response to genuine repentance and in accordance with the terms of Deuteronomy 30.
But how can we say that the same pattern has been repeated in the Zionist movement of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries? Restorationists and dispensationalists say that God has brought the Jews back to the land "in unbelief" and point out that many who have returned to the land in recent years have come to believe in Jesus as Messiah. Of course we rejoice that this embrace of Jesus as Messiah has been happening. But the fact that the condition of repentance taught in Deuteronomy 30 has not been fulfilled in this recent return makes it difficult to assert with confidence that the events of the last century must be seen as a further fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies about a return to the land. 9 Strong emphasis on the predictive element of prophecy means that there is little place for the kind of moral judgments that were such a significant part of the teaching of the prophets. Elijah, for example, predicted a drought. But he also condemned Ahab for stealing Naboth's vineyard. We do not hear many Christian Zionists today making the same moral judgments about the hundreds if not thousands of vineyards that have been stolen by Jewish settlers from their Palestinian owners in the last hundred years.
Can One Be a Premillennialist but Not a Christian Zionist?
The answer to the question, "Can a Christian be a premillennialist and not be a Christian Zionist?" must clearly be: Yes, it is possible. In fact, a considerable number of premillennialists dissociate themselves strongly from Christian Zionism. Some are Arab Christians. We are, however, still left with the question whether Hal Lindsey and the Left Behind series can be explained as extreme examples, "overly dramatic popularizations," and "an unintended consequence of earlier premillennial thinking." 10 Or could it be that while they may certainly be overly dramatic in their fictionalized version of dispensationalism, they are in fact working out this theology to its logical conclusion by describing in vivid detail the kind of scenarios that dispensationalist theologians and exegetes have described in much more sober and straightforward language?
When Christians start with the assumption that Scripture clearly teaches that there will be a significant restoration of Jews to the land and that the millennial reign of Christ is a literal reign from Jerusalem, it is hard for them not to support the Zionist vision. When they believe that the return of Jewish exiles to Jerusalem after the Babylonian exile was a very partial and limited fulfillment of prophecies of national restoration that would be accompanied by spiritual renewal, they are likely to believe that any further and more extensive return will have to be every bit as literal and physical as the return in and after 538 b.c.
Some premillennialists, although they might recognize the creation of Israel in 1948 and the capture of the West Bank in 1967 as preparing the way for a fuller and greater fulfillment of prophecy, do not believe that these events in themselves should be seen as the fulfillment of prophecy. But is there any clear biblical principle that holds them back from drawing this conclusion? While they may be critical of the methods by which Second, Christopher Wright's The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible's Grand Narrative is an excellent example of a biblical theology of mission that is neither premillennial nor postmillennial. 12 I wholeheartedly commend this as a mission theology that is thoroughly contemporary, uses the very best of recent biblical scholarship, is thoroughly evangelical, categorically repudiates replacement theology, and is motivating many Christians to be involved in God's mission to the world as it is today.
Conclusion
Despite all the problems evident in premillennial eschatology, I want to recognize, up front and without the slightest reservation, the simple fact that, from the latter part of the nineteenth century and through the whole of the twentieth century, it was the dominant eschatology undergirding the missionary movements that have originated from North America. At the same time, I would suggest that those who still hold to various forms of premillennial eschatology need to be encouraged to face up to the many serious but unintended consequences of this eschatology, particularly as they relate to developments in the Middle East. They should ask themselves whether these consequences can be explained as aberrations or extremes that bear no relationship to the basic premillennial doctrine, or whether they may in fact represent the logical and consistent, even if sometimes extreme, outworking of premillennialism as a doctrinal system. It was one thing for Christians to embrace premillennial eschatology when the events they envisaged as armchair spectators seemed far off in the future and in a country thousands of miles away about which they knew very little. It is quite another thing for Christians to continue to hold this eschatology when these same events begin to unfold on their doorstep in the globalized world of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, causing a great deal of suffering and injustice for the Palestinian inhabitants of the land and threatening the peace of the whole region and of the world. I do not see how the problem for premillennialists can be resolved by saying that the recent return of Jews to the land was predicted in Scripture and is part of God's plan for them-and that they are not in any way to blame for the way the Palestinians responded to their return. If returning Jews had determined to integrate with Palestinian Arabs, remain a minority, and share power with them, history would have been very different. But the logic of the dominant Zionist vision, which has been consistently supported by premillennial eschatology, pointed to the need for a Jewish state in which Jews were a majority holding political power. Such a vision inevitably contained within itself the seeds of violence and injustice. The vision has turned horribly sour. Furthermore, I would hope that the seriousness of the negative consequences of premillennial eschatology would encourage Christians not to rely on books about the fulfillment of prophecy for their historical knowledge but to study the history of what has actually happened in the Middle East in the last 125 or so years, to reexamine the biblical foundations of their eschatology, and to consider alternative ways of interpreting Scripture in relation to this history.
I suggest, finally, that covenant theology offers an eschatology that makes much better sense of Scripture and at the same time makes much better sense of the central conflict of the Middle East, which is between Israel and the Palestinians. In discussion of this issue we are not dealing simply with a question about the history of mission or minor details of an eschatological system. What is at stake over this issue is nothing less than our understanding of God, our witness to the Gospel, and the credibility of the Christian church, especially in the Middle East, in relation to the Jewish people and the House of Islam. At this particular time in history the stakes are very high, and premillennial eschatology is not the only eschatology that can motivate Christians for mission today. Being called is different than being prepared. The apostle Paul was both. So when he unexpectedly found himself in chains, he was prepared to show love and compassion for his prison guards. And they listened to him.
How about you? Chances are you're called, but are you prepared to take the Good News into places where you feel "uncomfortable"?
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